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With his consummate artistic skills, Vladimir Nabokov established his fame and 
status in the history of the twentieth-century American literature as a distinguished and 
outstanding master in postmodern literature. While Lolita came out as a controversial 
issue of the reading public, it should be noted that Nabokov is an artist who harbors a 
concept of art that is extremely different from the accepted one. Insisting on the 
combination of scientific accuracy and poetic passion together in his works of art, he 
had spent his whole life constructing his wonderland, with a reality only to be 
appreciated from the perspective of art. This sort of reality is extraordinary, even 
unprecedented, as it usually comes into being through his exploration on the 
relationships between several pairs of themes, such as memory and time, 
consciousness and reality, and pretense and truth. With these themes in mind, Nabokov 
never concerns about serious matters such as politics, morality or social responsibility; 
instead, he only cares about creating an aesthetic ecstasy out of his artistic work. In 
this sense, Nabokov’s art, rather than his nationality, has become his passport among 
different nations. 
It is well known that Nabokov has an unexhausted zest for pursuing creativity and 
originality. He pursued the same goal when he was dealing with his fourth English 
novel Pnin, which also turned out to be a success. At the very beginning, however, 
fame did not come easily. With its simple plot line and loosely connected chapters, 
Pnin tended to impress people as a simple novella, consisting of a series of anecdotes, 
with the only connection in the same protagonist. Compared with other masterpieces, 
its artistic value is easily to be eclipsed. Fortunately, Nabokov is proved to be such a 
master of art who matches his fame that he never plays at any works created out of his 
effort. In recent years, attention on Pnin no longer sticks to character analysis or plot 
development; instead, it goes on to explore beneath the surface, such as the baffling 
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panorama idea of the artistic reality in this novel, this thesis tends to advance the 
discussion in these consecutive chapters: “Introduction”, “Truth in Reality” (Chapter 
One), “Subtle Narrative” (Chapter Two), “Enigmatic Designs” (Chapter Three), “Bitter 
Smile” (Chapter Four), and “Conclusion”. “Introduction” offers some background 
information on the writing and the publication of Pnin, and a brief opening on the 
success of the novel. Chapter One presents Nabokov’s artistic perception on the nature 
of reality: reality is accessible but it is relatively subjective; the key to acquire a 
sensible perception of reality is to keep discovering possible hidden designs. Chapter 
Two focuses on the narrative way the novel follows: the narrator keeps looming from 
time to time; his mysterious intervention forms another part of the artistic reality of the 
novel. Chapter Three turns to cope with those subtle designs imbedded in the text; 
these exquisite designs seem to be detached from one another but there do exist inner 
connections among them if they are closely examined. The previous chapters work 
together to foreground the protagonist, Pnin, discussed in Chapter Four. This is a 
Russian scholar exiled in America, kind-hearted and knowledgeable with an eccentric 
disposition. Living in the exotic environment, he constantly bumps into embarrassing 
situations either by some errors of understanding or judgment, unfortunately cutting 
himself as a comic wretched figure among his colleagues; in the light of readers, 
however, Pnin turns out to be the most engaging character in the novel, in whose 
fortunes and misfortunes we take a sympathetic interest. Finally “Conclusion” briefly 
summarizes the artistic values of Pnin and pays attention to the characteristics in 
literary genre of this novel. In a word, reflections on themes such as consciousness and 
reality, and extraordinary artistic skills such as style and narrative structure, combine 
together to generate creativity and originality in the works of Nabokov; and it is this 
unique artistic perception that underprops the abundant and amusing artistic world of 
Pnin, making it an extraordinary acquisition to the literary world. 
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Once appraised by Updike as “the best writer of English prose at present holding 
American citizenship, the only writer” (qtd. in Zhan 1), Vladimir Nabokov is a 
distinctive and outstanding figure in the history of the twentieth-century American 
literature. He is widely recognized “with William Faulkner, one of the two great 
American novelists of that same time” (qtd. in Zhan 1), but he did not establish his 
reputation as a skilled novelist until in his middle age in America. His initial zest was 
for lepidopterology, a subject he had devoted himself to since his early childhood. 
Even when he started working on literature in Europe, his reputation was only limited 
within communities of Russian expatriates as a novelist and scholar. 
After he moved to the United States, he began to rebuild his career as a writer of 
fiction. His first novel written in English, The Real Life of Sebastian Knight was 
finished in 1941. Unfortunately days before its publication there was the historical 
event of the attack on Pearl Harbor, hence its negligence by the public. This 
embarrassment was not improved until 1944 when The New Yorker started to first 
consider his work, since his essays and stories had already drawn the attention of 
editors and fellow writers. His second novel in English was Bend Sinister (1947), 
which turned out a little more successful than the previous one. Over the next few 
years while he was being engaged in teaching duties and other literary and scholarly 
projects, he managed to work during the intervals on another novel, which was set for 
the first time in America. Lolita (1955) was based on an unpublished pre-war short 
story set in Europe about a man sexually attracted to a prepubescent girl. Complexity 
increased as the story developed, bringing much labor and anxiety on the part of the 
author. It was under this growing anxiety that a short story in English, Pnin, started to 
come into being on Nabokov’s writing schedule. 
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end of the novel Lolita. It is about the comical misadventures of an exiled Russian 
professor on his way to deliver a lecture to a woman’s club in a small American town. 
Compared with Lolita, this short story is rather funny and amusing. It is said that this 
new character of Pnin was created as a relief from the dark obsessive world of 
Humbert Humbert, as Nabokov mentioned in a letter to a friend, a “brief sunny escape 
from (Lolita’s) intolerable spell” (Lodge, “Exile”). But it is evident that once the story 
achieved success, it could to some extent function as a kind of insurance against the 
difficulties Nabokov might encounter in the publication of Lolita, which was full of 
descriptions in lavish and eloquent details about the infatuation with and seduction of 
twelve-year-old girl. 
As it later turned out, Pnin was developed into a complete novel composed of a 
series of short stories. It was considered to be a shrewd professional strategy, since 
these short stories could first be published independently in The New Yorker, and later 
strung together to form a book, by means of which he could somewhat be ensured with 
some continuity of publication and income while trying to find a publisher for Lolita. 
This strategy partly explains the unusual form of Pnin. Different from the usual 
structure of a novel, this book is composed of six relatively independent chapters, 
which do not come one after another in a chronological order of plot development. In a 
sense, each chapter can be taken as a complete short story. Therefore, when Nabokov 
attempted to find a publisher for this book, the collection-like form of the book baffled 
many publishers.  
As professional readers find out, however, this book is much more than a 
collection of character sketches. Almost every chapter follows the same narrative arc, 
which starts with a peaceful description of one aspect of Pnin, followed by some kind 
of fortune that seems to be able to change his life for the better and ends with an 
unexpected setback which is usually ascribed to Pnin’s overconfidence and inability in 
judging situations properly. No matter which chapter is concerned, thematic design is 
never changed; it is always focused on the same protagonist who tries his best to adjust 















Nabokov once stressed the element of this character when he was looking for a 
publisher for the completed book: 
In Pnin I have created an entirely new character, the like of which has never appeared in any 
other book. A man of great moral courage, a pure man, a scholar and a staunch friend, 
serenely wise, faithful to a single love, he never descends from a high plane of life 
characterized by authenticity and integrity. But handicapped and hemmed in by his 
incapability to learn a language, he seems a figure of fun to many an average intellectual…. 
(Lodge, “Exile”) 
With this inherent idiosyncrasy of the protagonist, the character of Pnin seldom 
changes all through the novel. After reading through the whole book, however, readers 
are capable of picturing a complete and vivid image of Pnin with all the details 
acquired from these chapters. It is fair to say that the unusual form of the book should 
receive the credit.  
Nabokov is a writer noted for his creativity and originality. So is his intention on 
structure design. As far as the seemingly detachable structure of Pnin is concerned, it 
should be noted that Nabokov’s concept of an artistic whole differs greatly from the 
traditionally accepted one; it rests on the plotting of thematic lines rather than on that 
of fabular and character development. To have a better understanding of these thematic 
lines, the following chapters in this thesis will respectively pay attention to “Truth in 
Reality”, “Subtle Narrative”, “Enigmatic Designs” and “Bitter Smile”.  
Chapter One focuses on the theme of reality. It is never exaggerated to say that 
the perpetual goal of Nabokov’s life is to pursue reality, either in life or in literature. 
What makes his attempt distinguished owes its credit to his unique way of perceiving 
and presenting reality. Different from materialists, Nabokov pays more attention to the 
reality projected in man’s mind, rather than the objective matters beyond man’s reach, 
hence his conclusion that reality is actually subjective. In the meanwhile, reality is 
accessible since every sensible person is inherent with the ability of perception. The 
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perception of reality is to keep discerning hidden patterns or designs. The access to 
reality is dependent on the extent to which mysterious designs are discovered. Not only 
does he believe this rule in life, he also applies this principle to his writing in the 
literary career. He once affirmed that “The following of such thematic designs through 
one's life should be, I think, the true purpose of autobiography” (Yardley, 
“Nabokov’s”). So it is the case with his literary creation. Pnin, with an apparently 
detached structure, seems to be a plain book with nothing extraordinary. Following 
Nabokov’s theory of discovering reality, we will find that there is another truth that 
remains to be uncovered.  
Chapter Two revolves around finding the mysterious narrator in the novel. With a 
narration conducted most of the time by third person omniscient, the narrative style of 
the novel proves to be an important part of the reality to be discussed. The narrator, by 
his own account, is an old friend of Pnin. As the novel develops, however, his identity 
keeps changing from time to time. This shift in different status puzzles many readers: it 
is reasonable that he can acquire much information about Pnin since he claims to be an 
old friend, but how is it possible that he knows every detail of Pnin’s life, even his 
conscious world, just like an omniscient? When there is discrepancy in the accounts of 
the past between the narrator and Pnin, which one is reliable? If Nabokov really 
follows his principle of pursuing reality, what sense do all these “true or false” make 
about? All these mysteries will be unraveled in this chapter. 
Chapter Three shifts to various enigmatic designs in this book. Since Nabokov 
believes in discovering reality through a constant determination of designs, his readers 
should observe the same principle while dealing with his works. Carl Proffer suggests 
that an ideal reader of Nabokov’s fictions should be the possessor of an eidetic 
memory (Parker 16). The exercise of locating, retaining and assembling components of 
various forms is more than a game, although game playing is one of the levels of 
enjoyment in reading Nabokov. It is generally acknowledged that Pnin is strewn with 
mysterious designs that generate an inner connection among all the relatively separated 
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